Background In recent years there have been numerous attempts to define and measure happiness in various contexts and pertaining to a wide range of disciplines, ranging from neuroscience and psychology to philosophy, economics and social policy. This article builds on recent work by economists who attempt to estimate happiness regressions using large random samples of individuals in order to calculate monetary 'compensating amounts' for different life 'events'.
Introduction
Human perceptions of happiness vary and depend on a wide range of factors. Efforts to define and understand happiness date back long ago to include, for instance, Buddhist traditions and practices. However, the origins of western thought in this area can be found only a few decades later than Buddhist scripts in the work of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. In particular, Aristotle, in his work Nicomachean Ethics, attempted to give an answer to the question: what is the good life for man? 1, 2 For Aristotle (born almost exactly a century after Gautama Buddha died), happiness is the highest good achieved by human action. Aristotle suggested that the attainment of happiness involves the satisfaction of the human desires that are necessary to live a full and rich life. 1 However,
Aristotle believed that the question of what is a full and rich life cannot be answered for an individual in abstraction from the society in which they live, in contrast to some Buddhist traditions. The meaning of happiness varies through space and time and there have been numerous attempts to understand and define happiness since the work of Aristotle. Attempting to determine the factors that make individuals happy has long been represented as a research challenge that spans many academic disciplines. There have been numerous recent studies of happiness and well-being issues, often from very different perspectives. On the one hand there are critiques of the idea that happiness can be measured such as by Sumner 3 who argues that happiness is subjective and that no objective theory about the ordinary concept of happiness has the slightest plausibility. Nevertheless, there have been several researchers who suggested that happiness can be measured [4] [5] [6] [7] and should be measured, 8 and there has been an ongoing debate over how to measure it. [9] [10] [11] In an epidemiological context, it would be of practical use to have good measurements of happiness and well-being and to be able to also determine what the key psychosocial and environmental factors affecting well-being are. Amongst these factors are major events and experiences that occur throughout the life course. Such events have often been classified on the basis of their association with depression and ill-health and of how stressful they are in various contexts. [12] [13] [14] [15] [16] [17] Cumulative exposure to 'negative' major life events throughout the life course may be linked to increased risks of chronic unhappiness, mental illness and premature mortality. 18 In contrast, cumulative lifetime exposure to 'positive' major life events may be associated with increased probabilities of sustained happiness, good health and well-being. 19 Recent research reported in this journal 20 aimed at measuring the importance of different life events expressed in the form of money, in determining personal happiness, using data from the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS), a representative sample of some 10 000 individuals living in Britain in the 1990s (see Taylor et al. 21 for more details). This survey includes a question that asks whether the respondents have been recently unhappy or depressed, and a number of the straightforward questions that seek to measure individual contentment such as whether respondents feel 'able to enjoy normal day-to-day activities'; whether they 'have been losing self-confidence'; whether 'they are losing sleep over worry'. In addition, each of these events related to 21 possible subjects (see Appendix). For instance, one of the events was coded as: 'my mother' (subject 8) 'passed her driving test' (event 32).
In the context of this article, different combinations of 'major life events' and 'event subjects' have been explored in order to define a smaller number of more 'statistically manageable' events. It should be noted that in practise, of the 1680 possible events only 34 combinations accounted each for more than 1% of all recorded events and so an aggregation of major life events IMPACT OF MAJOR LIFE EVENTS UPON HAPPINESS to these 34 combinations is used here. Table 1 lists these 34 combinations of 'major life events' and 'subjects'. In order to explore the possible relationship between different events and subjective well-being, we used the following ' ''GHQ: General Happiness' BHPS question: 'Have you recently been feeling reasonably happy, all things considered?' with the responses: 'More so than usual', 'Same as usual', 'Less so' and 'Much less'. For the purposes of exploring the impact of different variables upon happiness, it was more meaningful to aggregate the third and fourth responses, so we recoded these into one category entitled 'Less so than usual'. We also reversed the scores, so that higher values indicate 'higher happiness'. We then used the data from the years in which the event data discussed above were also collected (1992-95) in order to explore the impact of our 34 'Major Life Events' (Table 1) upon subjective happiness. Table 2 gives an indication of what these relationships might be. In particular, it shows how average happiness levels, measured on the 1-3 scale varies across different events.
Results
As can be seen in Table 1 , according to the data most survey respondents are likely to report that there were no major life events in the previous year: 'nothing important happened' makes up 66.12% of all 'events'. Next most commonly occurring are events that can be labelled: 'Finance and other'; and then 'Relationships' events that make up 6.49 and 6.02% of the total number of recorded events, respectively.
It should be noted that the frequency of the various 'major life events' described in Table 1 vary considerably across different age groups. Figure 1 shows this variation by single year of age group for events in each of the eight categories Total number of recorded events* 143 860 *The total number of recorded events include all reported 1st, 2nd, 3rd and 4th important life events. Respondents were asked to list all events in order of importance. In the cases when respondents only reported at least one important event but not all four, we assumed that the rest of the events were equivalent to the 'nothing important happened' category. (e.g. if an individual reported 'employment, job change' as the 1st important life event, but did not report any other events, we recorded the rest of the event responses as 'nothing important happened').
a '1-9' and all other numbering in this table refer to the major life event categories, as coded by the BHPS and described in the Appendix. b 'Other' meaning any person or subject other than 'mine', 'partner', 'child' (e.g. it could be 'friend/colleague/neighbour/employer' or 'grandparents etc; see Appendix for more details).
c Note that thankfully too few children in the BHPS died in these years for enough of their parents to record the event for us to include in this analysis.
Results not reported here, however, do suggest that death of a child or grand child is extremely traumatic and future research using more years of life histories should examine this further.
described in that table. There are many notable patterns in Figure 1 , for instance, the tendency of younger people to report 'education' related events as major, whereas older people tend to report 'health' related events. People of an age likely to be parents of school age children also have a higher than average interest in education. Many events that matter to folk are not those that immediately affect them but those that affect people they care about and/or for (or who care for them). Table 2 shows how subjective happiness levels vary across different events and which events are characterized by higher than average levels of 'happiness' or 'unhappiness'. For instance, 32% of the observations that recorded 'relationship mine ending' as a major life event also record subjective happiness, which is 'less so than usual' (relationships ending are generally a source of unhappiness but for a smaller but quantifiable group the end of the relationship is reason for celebration). The respective figure for average unhappiness of those that recorded 'death of a parent' as a major life event is 25% (perhaps most of these deaths occurred at a time that was more predictable than are the demise of most partnerships). On the other hand, 33% of the people that recorded the start of a personal relationship as a major life event also record 'more than usual' levels of subjective happiness (in this case, its interesting how many are sanguine). In addition, 25% of the folk that record 'education, mine' as a major life event report 'more than usual' levels of happiness. It is also interesting to note that 'pregnancy/birth, other' is associated with relatively high rates of both 'happiness' (19% of 'more than usual') and 'unhappiness' (17% of 'less than usual', possibly expressing unwanted pregnancies or post-natal depression, and often of people's grown up children being pregnant, perhaps cementing a relationship with an off-spring's partner that the parents had hoped would end).
In order to evaluate the effect of the events described in Tables 1 and 2 upon happiness, we employed the statistical tool of ordinary least squares (OLS) multivariate regression, building on the work of Clark and Oswald briefly reviewed in the previous section. It should be noted though that, unlike Clark and Oswald, we fitted an OLS model (instead of ordered probits) on data pertaining to changes of state-events-that respondents themselves declare as important (instead of differences in state) and we did not attempt to assign a monetary value upon different events (and hence we did not include an income variable in the analysis). Table 3 summarizes the results of the OLS regression analysis (listing the life event regression coefficients in ascending order). High negative values imply an association of the event with 'unhappiness', whereas high positive values indicate that an event has an association with 'happiness'. As can be seen in Table 3 , the event 'the end of my relationship' has the highest negative coefficient and therefore according to the BHPS data and the method used here, it has the highest positive association with 'unhappiness'. This is followed by 'death of a parent' and the effect upon the individual of health events pertaining to the parents of the respondents. A 'death of some other person' (not family member) also has a high negative coefficient and so does an employment-related loss (e.g. being made redundant or experiencing a pay cut). Note that, as stated earlier, we only considered events that when aggregated, accounted for more 
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than 1% of all recorded events. By using this aggregation, major events such as 'death of a child'-which accounted for <1% of all events-were subsumed in the 'death in family' overall category. The events listed in the bottom of Table 3 have the highest positive coefficients and therefore can be considered to have a relatively high association with 'happiness'. 'starting a new relationship' has the highest positive coefficient and this is closely followed by 'employment-related gain' (e.g. a new job, or a promotion or pay rise) and 'financial, house related events' (e.g. buying a new house). Other events that appear to be associated with happiness according to our analysis include pregnancies and 'personal education-related events' (e.g. starting a new course, graduating from university, passing exams).
The regression model takes into account the frequency of the different events and this is expressed to a degree through the 'P-values' (second column in Table 3 )-infrequent life events with unpredictable consequences are less likely to show effects with small P-values. However, it is useful at this stage to combine the frequency data presented in Table 1 with the regression results of the rough importance of an event in order to give prominence to events that both matter (have a not insignificant effect), and which are more likely to happen in people's lives (and also more likely to be reported as 'major life events'). For example, it is interesting to note that there were 1597 events (1.11% of total events) described as 'relationship, mine, starting', which as seen in Table 3 , has the highest regression coefficient and can therefore be considered to be the (aggregate) life event type that is most associated with happiness. In addition, the event with the second highest positive coefficient ('employment, job gain') was reported 1143 times (0.79% of all major life events). It is noteworthy that the top 10 events in terms of positive regression coefficients were reported 14 283 times in the survey (10.32% of all events). On the other hand, the event with the highest negative coefficient ('end of my relationship') was reported 637 times in the survey (0.44% of the total). The event with the second highest negative coefficient ('death of a parent') was reported 708 times (0.49% of the total). The top 10 events with the highest negative coefficient were reported 10 465 times (7.29% of all major life events). People may thus, presumably be a little averse to report bad news in social surveys. As many relationships have to end as start, albeit some that last long-only through death.
It is interesting to see how the life events would be ranked if their prevalence were taken into account. The fifth column of Table 3 shows how the life events would be ranked if the overall impact on population happiness is taken into account, by multiplying the frequency of events (second column in Table 1 ) by the regression coefficient (first column in Table 3 ). When ranked in this way, the event category 'nothing important happened' is on top (compared with 14th place in the regression coefficient-based rank). This 'event' category has a very low regression coefficient but also has the highest frequency. Thus, it can be argued that the slow, mundane aspects of most of everyday existence, when nothing of interest happens, have one of the highest negative impacts on our happiness. Comparing columns 4 and 5 in Table 3 , it is also interesting to note that there is a considerable shift in the order of the events associated with unhappiness. Events pertaining to personal health problems ('health, mine') are, when ordered by magnitude in this way, on top of the list, followed by 'employment, job loss' and 'death of a family member'. 'End of my relationship', which has the highest negative regression coefficient is the 6th event when ordered by magnitude. Looking at the events in the bottom of the alternative prevalence-based regression rank, it is also interesting to note that events pertaining to a new personal relationship ('relationships, mine starting') still have the highest positive position even when measured as the product of frequency and regression coefficient (life is not as simple as the song lyric 'all you need is love', but love gets you most happiness in the short-term). New social/emotional relationships are followed in happiness rankings by new school/collegiate friends and challenges 'education, mine starting', and then the same for the slightly less best-days-of-your-life world of new work: 'employment, job gain'.
Discussion
The results presented in this article can be used to paint a picture of the life events that superficially matter the most in people's lives. Our analysis suggests that in British society by the end of the 20th century personal relationships were extremely important in terms of happiness. In short, the analysis presented in this article suggests that what matters the most in British people's lives is to have good interpersonal relationships (to be respected and cared for at home) and to be respected at work. Respect in work is shown best by promotion and events related to that that we have similarly coded. Figure 1 Life event themes and age Over love-it is easy to recognize that interpersonal relationships are good when they are new. Many in happy relationships may well adapt to seeing that state as normal. However, our methods will not effectively measure long-lasting happiness when relationships do not change other than very obliquely through the general negative reporting of 'nothing changing'. What the research presented in this article has hopefully provided is instead an initial suggestion, of which dynamic events appear to matter most in people's lives and some idea of to whom and where those events are most likely to occur. It can be argued that the findings presented here may help us to understand the propensity for groups to be more or less happy, better or worse-off, made more or less ill through sustained worry or cumulative good fortune.
The findings appear to be consistent with much recent research on happiness, but they hopefully add some more concrete examples to that work and further clues as to the proximal mechanisms involved. For instance, the importance of interpersonal relationships is consistent with relevant research findings highlighting the importance of social wellbeing 23 as well as social trust and local community networks to our quality of life 24 and suggesting that friendship is one of the biggest sources of happiness and well-being. 25, 26 The strength of the importance of employment is unexpected but is consistent with new theories of the importance of respect and self-esteem in societies in general. 27 It can also be argued that the negative impact of the 'nothing happened' event category is consistent with arguments made by Bauman, 28 according to which in modern materialistic societies being bored, in addition to making one feel uncomfortable, is also turning into a shameful stigma and a testimony of negligence or defeat, which may lead to a state of acute depression. Instead of the GHQ, there are a number of alternative measures of happiness and subjective well-being in the BHPS that could be used as a dependent variable in the regression model described above. In the context of this research, we explored these measures and re-fitted the regression equations in order to examine whether there were any differences in the results.
It is also interesting to compare the relative importance of the 34 life event variables with that of the variables examined by Clark and Oswald. 20 In order to do so, we added the following variables to the regression model described in Table 3 : 'Health Status', 'Educational Qualifications' and 'Employment status'. According to this alternative model, if included, 'health status' has a much higher impact on happiness when compared with other life events. In particular, the coefficient of the dummy variable 'Health Excellent' (with having 'poor' or 'very poor' health as a reference category) has a value, which is more than double that of the 'start of my relationship' life event. This is perhaps to be expected given that good health and happiness are often interchangeable concepts. [For instance, in many languages the expression 'good health' is commonly used (instead of 'cheers') upon having a drink.] Apart from the health-state variable, the inclusion of the other 'state' variables analysed by Clark and Oswald did not change the relative magnitude of the top-ten positive and top-six negative coefficients of the original equation described in Table 3 . Nevertheless, it is interesting that being 'separated' and being 'unemployed' are in the top-ten list of negative coefficients (eighth and ninth in the list, respectively). It is also noteworthy that the state of being unemployed has a smaller (in absolute terms) coefficient than the life event of job loss (which includes 'becoming unemployed'). It can be argued that this adds quantitative evidence supporting the idea that people adjust to new circumstances through adaptation and habituation processes. [29] [30] [31] It should be noted that one of the limitations of the analysis presented here is that the data and methods that were used would not allow us to consider possible 'memory recall bias' effects and in particular the degree, to which the psychological state of subjective happiness might influence which life events are retrospectively retrieved from memory and which are nominated as 'major'. It may be the case for instance that 'unhappy' survey respondents may be less likely to remember or report as important a desirable life event and, in contrast, happy respondents may recall more desirable events. 32 
Conclusion
The findings presented in this article build upon an existing and rapidly growing body of interdisciplinary research on the determinants of well-being adding to the debate on whether increasing happiness should be a key public health policy goal. Among the aims of such policies could be to raise the occurrence of lifetime exposure to 'positive' major life events and to minimize the exposure to and/or outcome of 'negative' events (or 'non-events' in the case of 'nothing important happening'). Our results could be used to inform more humane versions of cost-benefit analysis. For instance, at the national level, it could be argued that there is a need for policies that would increase leisure and social time (possibly via taxation change). 25 It is also possible to enhance the chances of events such as 'job gains' to occur in people's life and to increase educational opportunities. To give just one example, employers could be encouraged (through taxation) to adopt a policy of small pay rises spread across many employees over many years rather than larger rises for the few. It should also be noted that there might be a considerable degree of interdependencies between life events and other factors. For instance, the ability to make and maintain friends may be affected to a certain degree by factors such as income and occupational status. Thus, the probability and severity of major life events may be influenced by life course and socioeconomic position and further research is needed to study such influences that would have major policy implications. It has also long been argued that there is a strong relationship between inequalities and health, although that relationship is more about one's place in a society than a locality. 27, 33 It can similarly be argued that there is a relationship between subjective happiness and inequalities 34 and in this context the degree, to which there are inequalities in the probabilities of major life events to occur to different social groups would mirror a similar inequality in the distribution of happiness. The degree to which people compare themselves most with their 'near equals' in a society 35 or 'peer groups' [36] [37] [38] [39] 
